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This article provides an overview of a language learning strategy for teachers who in-
struct English conversation classes to EFL university students. It describes a successful
strategy implemented in an English language course, Oral Communication VI (OC VI), at
Chukyo University, Yagoto campus. The teachers utilized an experimental exercise, which
incorporated drama for the purpose of helping students improve their English communica-
tion skills. This paper focuses on the main benefits of using drama in EFL classrooms which
includes increasing students' motivation and self-confidence, speaking in front of a group
－meeting the aims of the course's communicative language goals－improving expressive-
ness in English, and listening comprehension skills. It also includes details of how the ex-
periment was conducted, the overall results, and recommendations for future drama
activities. Finally, it suggests that drama can motivate students to convey facts or informa-
tion in the target language prompted by character role-play, which can create an ideal team-
work setting for learning and effective language results.
1) Introduction
Shakespeare once stated "All the world's a stage, and all the men and women merely play-
ers: they have their exits and their entrances; and one man in his time plays many parts"
(Shakespeare, 2.7.138-42) That said, the second year BACS (British & American Commu-
nication Studies) Department OC V & VI teachers decided to introduce something new and
let the show begin in their oral English classes during the latter part of the 2012 Fall semes-
ter. For the first time ever in the department's history, all second year students (six classes
of 15 to 18 students) were combined to become something they may never have been before
－at least in a large group－actors and actresses. They performed a series of skits and plays
that proved not only to be exciting and enjoyable, but reminded the teachers that they had
more hidden talent in their classes than what met their eyes.
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The curriculum goals for the second year BACS students are centered around jobs and
cultural influences related to work situations at home and abroad. Therefore, students do a
variety of classroom and homework exercises including the creation of various business
documents in English such as e-mail and formal letter writing, reports on comparing two
jobs, their ideal job, pair and group work exercises, and presentations. In the past, second
year students had been involved in an extensive speaking exercise where one pair of students
used cassette tapes to record 10 minute conversations and exchanged with another pair who
would listen and record any comments or insights into what they heard. Although this kind
of extensive speaking activity was successful for freshmen, it proved less than motivational
for the second year students who had already done it in their first year and could not see the
benefit of repeating the exercise. Therefore, in the 2nd semester of 2012, the OC VI teachers
devised a special project that combined all six-peer groups and instead of making it an "out
of class" activity, added it to the class work. The students were given the opportunity to
choose among several options that were completely unrelated to normal classwork activities.
The project was designed to encourage students to brainstorm ideas, use their hidden talents,
and move away from conventional study materials by letting their imaginations flow more
freely. Activity choices included presentations, a movie project, a group research exercise,
and a drama exercise. The decision was made to do a drama exercise designed entirely as a
different form of English communication involving an "active" approach to learning.
"Getting ESL learners out of their chairs, using English in context, all from memory, is
something they love to do and is a far more effective teaching method than reading out
paragraphs from a textbook or filling in blanks on a worksheet" (Vernon, 2012). Despite
our initial apprehension about this new project, the final results spoke for themselves, and
this kind of activity will likely become a regular part of the BACS second year curriculum.
For this drama project, roughly 100 students from six-second year peer groups were given
partial class time during the course of four to five weeks to prepare before the final perform-
ance date. Each class consisted of 15 to 18 students grouped into four to six members who
decided which play, skit, movie, book story, animation or TV series they wished to perform.
Performances lasted between five and ten minutes, and students were asked to avoid reiter-
ating lines verbatim and instead to use their own words in keeping with the flow of the story
plot using English they were familiar with in order to make it more interesting or funny.
Narration was not allowed. All story points had to be conveyed either through dialog or ac-
tion. Students were encouraged to adapt the story to their language skills, available mem-
bers, and to fit within the time constraints by summarizing the key points of the story arc
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while trying to maintain the overall story and structure. Some teachers also encouraged
their students to use props, costumes and include sound. Students decided their roles in each
group, and were asked to judge other peer
groups' performances on the day of the
event. Because the OC VI classes were
spread over two periods on Tuesday after-
noon, two performance sessions were held
during 3rd and 4th periods with 3 classes in
each one. First, second and third place prizes
were awarded to group winners, and best
actress(es) and actor(s) awards were also
presented.
Students were given the choice of performing a particular section or the entire story from
any of the aforementioned media sources. The majority of performances were derivatives or
adaptations of Disney classics such as "Snow
White and the Seven Dwarfs", "Peter Pan", and
"Cinderella". One performance included scenes
from "Bio Hazard II", and another adapted the
classic Shakespeare play "Othello". Students
practiced their skits for roughly one month,
and were allowed at least 30 minutes of class
time in the final two weeks to polish up their
performances. Naturally the OC VI teachers
also encouraged students to meet in their groups outside class time to finalize their roles and
lines. In the first week, students decided the members of their groups and were requested to
come up with a theme and storyboard by the following week. In the second week, they were
asked to go over the dialogues of the section(s)
from their movie, play, etc. and work on their
roles. In the meantime, the instructors checked
students' scripts and storyboards, and added ideas
and/or corrections. By the third week, students
were practicing their roles using scripts to coordi-
nate movements and scenes, and the instructors
gave them advice accordingly. By the fourth
week, students were encouraged to practice with-
out scripts, ameliorate their roles, and perfect their performances as a group in class as well
as in their free time before the day of the event.
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As a means of classroom preparation, some of the teachers allowed students to view their
plays on line via You Tube or DVD in order to familiarize them with the content and flow
of their drama source. However, as noted above, the teachers required students to adlib and
rearrange the content of their storyboards as necessary so that they would be using English
they were comfortable with while being creative in the way they depicted each role commu-
nicated in their drama. Each group was judged on several factors, including pronunciation,
acting skills, expression and amusement factor. They were given feedback from both the
teachers and other students, and all viewers were asked to rank each drama in order from
best to last. Winners were then announced, and prizes were given to the top three groups
along with best actress(es) and actor(s).
3) The Discussion
In the week following the event, teachers
conducted either written or oral surveys
with their classes in order to find out how
satisfied the students were at participating in
this kind of event, and whether those results
merit doing it again in the future. The re-
sults, as shown in figures 1 and 2 below and
discussed in detail, clearly indicate that the
overall student majority was thoroughly sat-
isfied to have the opportunity to do this kind
of exercise, and recommend adding this activity to any future curriculum.
The following comments are a represen-
tative sample from the questionnaires: "I
thoroughly enjoyed the opportunity to
work closely in such a fun atmosphere
with fellow students", "It was a very enjoy-
able addition to the normal classwork ac-
tivities", "I wish we had the opportunity to
do this kind of exercise in every oral
English class", "I realized that challenging
a foreign language through drama turned
out to be a very fulfilling experience", "Through practicing our skit, we could improve our
pronunciation, learn new expressions and work together with group members and compete
with other classmates", "Learning to perform on stage helped me become less nervousness to




speak in English and improved my confidence", "It helped me get to know my classmates
better and our relationship in class improved because of it". Overall, the comments were
overwhelmingly positive with the majority of students repeating the first comment above;
that is was an enjoyable experience to work closely with their peers and use English in a
"fun" way.
4) Recommendations
Included with the questionnaire were recommendations for the activity from the students.
The most common recommendation was that more practice time be given. As few students
do any kind of re-enactment activity, they were in need of rehearsal time and some acting
guidance. Because this has been added to the regular course, a balance is needed which in-
cludes both course work and time for extra activities such as this one. Questionnaire results
suggest the students feel it is a worthwhile activity, so perhaps more class time could be
made available for practice. Furthermore, most students showed an interest in practicing
"at" the venue where the skits will take place, rather than in the classroom, which does not
have the stage facilities or provide the feeling of being in front of an audience. For this to
happen, the instructors need to organize and make available least one practice time for each
class in the venue.
The second most common suggestion was the request for further help with acting, enun-
ciation and the correct use of English. During the performances, students often spoke too
softly, used incorrect intonation, or didn't enunciate properly, so the full impact of what
they had to say was not always felt by the audience. Even though the dialogues were valid
after being checked by the instructor, occasionally a lack of "delivery punch," volume or
emotion left the audience lost as to the true meaning of what students wanted to convey.
Third, the students wanted to add more special effects to the plays such as sound, light-
ing, costumes and music. There was some confusion and possibly a lack of organization
amongst the teachers about the use these kinds of props. Since it was our first time doing
this exercise as a department, there was an informal decision to keep it simple, but no spe-
cifics were laid out. The student comments, however, suggest that we give them wider
choices with props that may help convey the messages of their performances more clearly.
Therefore, teachers need to outline the protocol more clearly including use of props in the
skits.
Fourthly, many students wanted to see examples of plays done by other students. As this
was our departments' first year to execute this exercise, there obviously weren't any refer-
ences to utilize, but as we recorded these first skits, this shouldn't be an issue for future aca-
demic years.
"Lights, camera, action": Making use of drama to improve ESL communication skills
67
Lastly, the instructors need to prepare students on what to do when they lose their place
in dialogues, or completely forget their lines while performing. On more than one occasion,
a long lapse of silence ensued onstage because either someone had forgotten his or her lines
or had spoken out of turn and threw the group out of sync. These common occurrences can
be remedied with some guidance during preparation time.
Based upon the above feedback, OC VI teachers concluded that drama not only has a
place in OC classes, but proves to be a very viable option as a special projects in addition to
normal classroom instruction. Through drama activity, students use their prior experience
to portray roles and give responses, just as the reader and writer of a novel conceive the
image or response. It is an effective way to master language in EFL classes (Wagner, 2002).
We also found that the roles students choose in drama are often characters they envy, idol-
ize, or admire. The characters often have personal meaning in their lives, which means they
will be more motivated to effectively depict them. "All activities gravitate around them and
what they find meaningful" (Gomez, 2010). Students apply English in genuine situations so
that they can find a reason to use it, and it should be a useful means to help them under-
stand new language from grammar structures to syntactic knowledge while providing them
a platform to exercise their imagination and creativity (Sun, 1998).
Drama activities combine action and entertainment while achieving course goals; that of
using the target language in creative ways, learning new vocabulary and expressions, and
working together in groups effectively. This kind of activity provides feedback that is not
always present in language learning situations, and it also provides students with incentive
to prepare and perform well due to the competitive nature and the peer pressure included
in this kind of group activity followed by a performance. Students not only enjoyed them-
selves, but also learned a variety of components from acting out stories, mimicking specific
English accents, and imitating characters' voices and intonations. Drama helps the teachers
to elicit target content and attract students' attention (Gaudart,1990). Overall, drama is a
fun, effective means of EFL learning, and may be one of the best ways of expanding upon
classroom or textbook material if effectively used.
5) Conclusion
After introducing this new project, the teachers of Chukyo University's BACS OC VI
classes were delighted to discover how well drama worked as a means of expanding and
complementing conventional classroom activities. Allowing students to choose their favor-
ite play, movie or animation story motivated them to memorize and/or recreate their favor-
ite character, thus enhancing their English ability and fostering non-verbal language skills.
There is a variety of skill development possibilities available by using drama including mim-
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ing, role-play, simulation, and improvisation. Hence, drama is a valid technique that fosters
student interest and motivation to learn English. Providing a relaxed and candid environ-
ment also engages students' feelings and attention through experiencing a connection be-
tween action and thoughts. Drama encourages students to develop their creative skills,
strengthens their confidence, and improves teamwork in an enjoyable atmosphere.
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